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Abstract:
A National Telecommunication Regulatory Authority, like any other government organization, uses its website not only to deliver citizen services but also to transact with its stakeholders in many different ways. This study benchmarks such websites in the Asia-Pacific region, evaluating their usefulness to telecom operators, investors, consumers, researchers and even the general public. Each website is awarded marks for the availability of information and features that are 
E-government as an NRA delivery channel
The model of egovernmentl is significantly different from the traditional model of government. In contrast to the way that government services have been delivered for centuries, today government agencies are expected to deliver information or services through electronic means, at any given place, round the clock, often with value added services. In this model a government is expected to incorporate all three kinds of interactions -government to citizen (G2C), government to industry or business (G2B) and inter-governmental dealings, frequently referred to as government to government (G2G) -into a single mechanism. Leveraging the Internet economy, governments both in the developed as well as developing world are now busy transforming these three relationships by providing universal, anytime-anywhere access to all government information and services.
A government agency's website [1] is a key window through which the true spirit of e-government can be realized. A well-constructed website provides citizens and other stakeholders one of the best interfaces with a government agency. It allows for self-service, whether a citizen wishes to find a particular piece of information, perform a transaction or obtain a copy of a certificate. It is available round the clock and does not force a citizen to waste time waiting in queues. In addition, companies can search for opportunities with government, search for information and even apply for certain facilities on-line. In short, a website is a virtual representation of the entire organization in cyber space.
The next step on the e-government ladder is the virtual organization. In this model, the website is much more than another window to an organization; the website itself will be the organization. It [1] Sometimes the term 'web portal' is used to define this electronic window that offers all citizen services of a government agency, however in this study, the term 'web site' is used, as 'web portal' has other meanings in the computer literature.
is immaterial to the stakeholders where the organization is physically located. The stakeholders, particularly the general public, do not have to physically visit the organization. Instead, they interact with it electronically. So the website of an organization -or in broader terms, whatever the form of its Internet presence in future -becomes the nucleus of an organization that binds the rest of its stakeholders together.
As Mahan correctly identifies, the importance of a National Telecommunication Regulatory
Authority website can never be underestimated. (Mahan, 2004) A National Regulatory Authority (NRA) is one of the key government agencies in any country. It is the apex body that is largely responsible for the healthy growth of the telecommunication sector and the diffusion of telecommunication services to the public at all levels. It serves a large group of stakeholders varying from citizens to businesses and prospective investors to incumbent telecom operators.
The website of an NRA serves as an information gateway to all interested parties.
In addition to serving as an instrument for transparency and accountability, a well-designed and
informative website can also demonstrate the extent and facility with which the NRA uses the technologies and services it regulates. A well-maintained website increases confidence in the regulator's skills and capacities. Moreover, an effectively run website with useful, up-to-date information and functionality can be an effective communication tool that not only speeds up communication, but decreases time and costs incurred for regulatory compliance. (Mahan, 2004) 
Benchmarking of e-government initiatives
Return on investment is not necessarily the prime objective when e-government projects are conceived. Sometimes e-government projects are driven by goals of achieving operational efficiency and effectiveness in service delivery. On the other hand, financial constraints are common within government, hence there is increasing demand to re-examine their budgetary priorities. Furthermore, e-government programs are subject to scrutiny as to whether they deliver the promised payoffs or not. Such situations call for detailed evaluation of e-government efforts.
Three specific levels have been identified that require evaluation of e-government initiatives. The first one is the assessment of the e-readiness of a state or region. The second is evaluating the performance of a specific e-government program or project and the third is the overall impact of e-government on general government functioning, economic development and services to the citizen. (Gupta, Kumar and Bhattacharya, 2004) 2.0 Methodology
Previous initiatives on parallel lines:
For its methodology and structure, this website survey has been largely guided by two previous studies given below: The goal of the UN study was to objectively present facts and conclusions that define a country's e-government environment and demonstrate its capacity to sustain online development. This was accomplished by a comparative analysis of fundamental ICT indicators and critical human capital measures for each UN Member State. An important outcome of this study was a final measure, the E-Government Index, which can be useful tool for policy-planners.
In determining what defines an enabling environment, the UN study has analyzed critical factors by benchmarking the core areas endemic to national e-government programs. The final measure, E-Government Index, attempts to objectively quantify these factors, and establish a 'reference point' for which a country can measure future progress. The E-Government Index presents a more inclusive and less subjective measure of a country's e-government environment. It incorporates a country's official online presence, evaluates its telecommunications infrastructure and assesses its human development capacity.
The WDR study, which is more relevant to this website survey, benchmarks the websites of independent National Regulatory Authorities (NRAs) of 22 African states. This study has grown out of a collection of preliminary regional surveys examining the extent to which NRAs were using websites to inform and communicate with the public -including citizens, businesses and other governmental and non-governmental organizations. The WDR study also introduces and tests a new indicator for ranking NRA websites. This measurement is an attempt to capture the incidence of different aspects that are important for NRA web presence.
Mahan acknowledges that a website presence indicator for NRAs cannot capture overall effectiveness, efficiency or transparency of the regulator; however, what the benchmarking process does attempt to do is to clarify categories of information and their respective users, and to indicate responsiveness and interactivity in providing information.
The UN study classifies all governmental services under one of three fundamental categories:
informational, interactive and transactional.
The first, informational, is by far the most significant. Information is at the heart of every policy decision, response, activity, initiative, interaction and transaction between government and citizens, government and businesses and among governments themselves. Thus how an egovernment website presents information is a significant indicator of its effectiveness.
Furthermore, since services are the public face of government, another primary objective of all government websites that offer electronic services is to provide the citizen with an efficient alternative medium for interacting with public sector service providers. This is generally accomplished by improving the flow of information both externally (G2C and G2B) and internally (G2G).
Finally, government websites that offer electronic services are also expected to provide transactional services to reduce inconveniences faced by citizens when attempting to avail of government services in the 'traditional' manner. At the transactional presence level, a country fully demonstrates its capacity for users to interact with the government, when its citizens are for instance able to obtain a passport, or pay for services online with either a credit or debit card, or by some other electronic means. However, only a handful of nations have reached this level. The UN study names 17 such countries.
Unlike the UN study, the WDR study places more emphasis on the provision of information services. It is likely that this is because from the NRA as well as its stakeholders' point of view, it can be the most important service to be provided by an NRA site. This study too follows the same approach.
Initially, the author planned use the following definitions of the parameters that measure 'ereadiness' introduced by the UN study and modified in the WDR study to suit NRA sites:
Emerging: Only basic and largely static information is available.
Enhanced: Content and information is updated regularly, and information is available not only in its original format (such as acts and legislation) but is also explained and digested.
Interactive: Users can download forms, contact officials and make requests. Available information has further value-added, such as hyper-links to relevant legislation.
Transactional: Users can submit forms online -for example to request information, or to submit a request for a license form.
However, preliminary web research revealed that:
(a) Not all Asia-Pacific NRA websites considered can be clearly placed into one of these categories. The boundaries were somewhat vague; there were many websites that might fall in between categories.
(b) This was not the only approach that could be used to evaluate the effectiveness or usefulness of an NRA website. For instance, it could be possible that an NRA website which is still in its 'enhanced stage' can be more effective / useful to its stakeholders than another website which is in the 'interactive' or 'transactional' stage.
Therefore, it was decided not to use this general qualitative classification to rank the NRA websites. A more comprehensive and meaningful quantitative making scheme has been used for the purpose.
Selection of countries
In selecting the countries, every effort was made to include the maximum number of countries in the Asia-Pacific region and ensure representation of:
Each sub-region in Asia-Pacific (East Asia, South East Asia, South Asia, Pacific, Central
Asia and Middle East)
Countries at different levels of development and
Countries at different levels in their human development achievements However, once it has been determined which countries fit eligibility criteria, these three conditions may not be satisfied, as information on the NRAs of some of the countries was not available and in some cases the NRA websites had not yet been developed to a level where they could be fairly evaluated in this survey.
The method of selection is given below:
For the purpose of this survey, 'Asia' was broadly defined as the group of countries in the region confined by the countries Russia, Turkey and Egypt and Indian and Pacific oceans including the island nations in the said oceans. [2] This group with the pacific countries, formed the first list of countries and included 62 different independent territories. The recognition by UN was used to decide whether a country is an independent territory or not.
(ii) Each of the above 62 countries was then checked for information on the telecommunication regulator at the International Telecommunication Union website. If the regulator information for a country was not available, that country was removed from the list.
(iii) At this stage, no effort was taken to decide whether the NRA is independent or not for two reasons. [3] One was the difficulty in drawing the line between the 'independent'
[2] This definition is used by LIRNEasia [3] This is one instance this study deviated from the WDR study, which only considered the web sites of the 'independent' NRAs for the survey.
and 'not independent' NRAs. The second and perhaps more important reason was that this survey was not intended to evaluate the performance of the NRAs per se, but rather an effort to evaluate the performance of the websites of NRAs. So even if some other government agency (usually a ministry) is engaged in carrying out the duties of an NRA, it was considered for benchmarking purposes.
[4]
(iv) The remaining countries were then checked for availability of an NRA website. It was found that several NRAs did not have a web presence as yet. In two cases, the available link did not work. In both cases Google searches were conducted to obtain an alternative website, but were unsuccessful.
(v) Then it was checked whether the websites are developed to a stage where it is fair to evaluate them in a competitive survey. For instance, the sites were still under construction, so it would have been unfair to evaluate them at this stage, as in the case of Syria. Furthermore, in case of some other countries (especially when the NRA is not independent) the websites were found to be inadequate to be considered as NRA sites.
[5] Such countries were eliminated from the list.
(vi) Finally, five NRAs websites were removed from the list, purely due to a practical limitations. These five NRAs, namely those of Armenia, China, Indonesia Thailand
[4] Some such agencies were later eliminated from the list, for different reasons however.
[5] Japan, New Zealand and Tonga are the best examples; in these cases, the role of the NRAs is played by Korea does have an English version site, but it was clear this site could not be an exact replica of the local language site, so it too was not considered for evaluation.
As a result, 27 NRAs were found to have eligible websites, which can be evaluated in this preliminary study. The complete results are given in Annexure 1.
Clustering of countries
For comparison purposes, clustering of countries was thought to be necessary. Several ways of clustering the countries were considered. The following table illustrates the considered methods and why each one of them was eliminated. As clearly seen from the Human Development indices of UNDP, the income of a country is not directly co-related to its living standards.
Human Development index
This is another good indicator, but it was not considered as this is also not directly a measure of the development of a country.
e-gov index of the UN study
This would indicate how each NRA uses its web presence to provide its services in comparison to other government organizations. However, this index is not usually required to compare the performance of NRA with the rest of government organizations. Moreover, the data in the UN study may be outdated now, as the study was carried out in 2001.
Based on the weaknesses of the possible methods detailed in Table 1 , it was finally decided, to cluster the countries based on their 'e-readiness,' measured by the number of Internet users per 1,000 inhabitants. This method is logical as it compares the e-readiness of an NRA against the ereadiness of the population it serves. The e-readiness of the countries under consideration Four clusters were selected based on this information. For convenience, a logarithmic scale was used to make the clusters. The 27 countries neatly fall into four categories, as shown in Table 3 . A prospective investor would also be interested in the business and economic environment of the country. This information might be available through other websites and other channels, but a proactive NRA website is expected to provide the basic information on the business environment, or at least the relevant (and working)
links to websites that provide such information.
(iii) Consumers: An end user might want to know about services available --perhaps about new technologies and their reliability--or performance indicators of different service providers (which might help the end user to make a selection of his/her own).
End users may also be interested in safeguarding their consumer rights and may see the NRA website as a means for the same.
(iv) Others: There is a plethora of other indirect stakeholders such as media personnel, researchers, students, etc. Most of these groups depend on the NRA's website for the latest information on the telecommunication sector, rather than other sources.
However, it is difficult to use this approach in practice. This is largely due to the fact that some information is valid for more than one category of stakeholders. So it is possible that some sets of attributes are evaluated more than once. To avoid this redundant approach, it was necessary to slightly deviate from this approach. Therefore the following approach has been used to perform a more feasible evaluation.
Four categories of information were identified in this study, as information that should be present in an NRA website: 
Telecom regulatory news and other features to further disseminate information:
This final category ensures accessibility of information, regulatory news and developments to researchers and journalists who can further disseminate regulatory information nationally and internationally. Often these features contextualize the site information and make it more intelligible.
In addition, there are general features any NRA website should have to be more effective and useful to its stakeholders. These general characteristics are not taken into consideration in the WDR study. This is most likely because most of the African websites were under consideration at the time that the study was being carried out. However in this study, this additional category was included, after considering the Mahan's recommendations for future research.
The general features against which the NRA websites are evaluated are:
(i) Availability of NRA's mission statement: Government websites that offer electronic services are expected to justify the existence of the entity that the website represents, in this case the NRA. This gives users of the website a broad picture of the type of the organization and its responsibilities and activities, and is usually embodied in the organization's mission statement. Alternatively, a site can explain its role, responsibilities and authority.
(ii) Future plans and long term vision: Telecommunication, irrespective of the country considered, is a continuously and rapidly developing field. Therefore, it is essential for an NRA to have a long-term vision and objectives. Presentation of the same in the website cannot be termed as mandatory, but that will definitely help a stakeholder. However, it is expected that at least some local language content should be available, if more than a significant percentage of the country's population (10% in this study) do not understand English.
(v) Links to external sites: In this case not only the presence, but also the relevance of the links is important. For example, an NRA site should lead an investor to the sites that will provide information about the economic environment of the country. It was checked whether the site provides links to both local and external relevant websites The links should also be checked for their validity, as in some cases they are not updated regularly..
(vi) Ease of finding information (Separate links for different groups of users on
home page or alternatively, a site map): This is important to ensure various types of stakeholders will be able to obtain the information they seek for, with minimum effort and without having to visit pages with information they do not need. As an e-government service provider an NRA is expected to build its site in order to minimize the surfing time of a visitor. (ix) Using website to meet HR requirements: This is not an e-government service, however an NRA can use a website to fulfill its HR requirements in an effective, speedy and cost effective manner. Job seekers cannot be considered as a direct stakeholder, but the availability of this feature is recognized especially because it is important from the organizational point of view.
Marking Scheme
The following table illustrates how each category was weighted in the evaluation process. 
Factual Information
This section looked for the availability of legal information, policy, statistics and technical information of NRA sites. 
2. Consumer information
The objective of this section was to check to what extent the NRA's website caters to the needs of consumers. Special emphasis was given to see what type of consumer rights information is available and whether the NRA uses its website to facilitate the consumer complaint process. 
Business Information
This section deals with the information usually sought by companies, such as procedures for obtaining permission to import telecom equipment, licensing procedures and charges, interconnection details. The availability of on-line and off-line forms was also checked. 
General Information
This section looks for general features of the website as well as the availability of telecommunication sector news. This website survey did not employ the last three approaches, largely due to the lack of resources to conduct a benchmarking study with such a large scope. It was restricted to a website survey (flowing the example given by the WDR study) but endorses and emphasizes the need for a broader study, possibly to be done at a later stage.
There were some other limitations that could not have been avoided. These limitations stemmed from some inadvertent assumptions that might not always hold true, but without which, the survey could not have been completed.
In an ideal world, to make a comparison, it is necessary to keep all other factors constant. This means that the survey has inadvertently assumed all economies covered by the 27 NRAs to be of equal size, all NRAs are of equal size and have equal powers, resources and they all operate in similar markets. However, in the real world this is hardly the case. For instance it might be easy for a relatively small state to have an effective NRA and effective website compared to a larger state. Also a richer nation might be in a better position to spend more on the human and technical resources necessary to create and maintain an effective site. These dissimilarities are somewhat addressed by benchmarking the sites against the e-readiness of each country, but that too fails to address the issue completely.
The issue of the local languages was also prominent. In some of the countries whose NRA websites were surveyed, English is hardly used for day-to-day activities. For such countries it might not be essential to have all the information in English. For example, the NRA of South Korea might not find it a dire necessity to publish all information they want to pass to consumers in English. However, due to practical limitations, only the English version of the websites (if available) could be benchmarked. When there were no English versions, the countries were taken out of the list.
Conclusion
The immediate observation one might make, based on the findings of this survey, is the inadequacy in the number of websites that had come under review. Out of the 62 independent Asia-Pacific economies, only 27 NRA websites (44%) have been benchmarked. The percentage of the websites that could have been benchmarked if not for the limitations put by local languages is 53%. It can be argued that the situation is slightly better than in Africa where the WDR study only reviews 44% of the NRAs. However, it should also be noted that in Africa only 15% of the NRAs did not have functional websites, while in the Asia-Pacific region, taking the number of websites under construction too into account, that figure is 29%, almost the double the African figure. In other words, three out of ten NRAs in the Asia-Pacific region do not have a web presence. It might not be fair to attribute this purely to the lack of strategic direction at the top level, sometimes this can be due to lack of resources or other problems, but nevertheless it does not make a good impression.
Another noteworthy observation is that a relatively higher number of websites do not have fully fledged English versions. It was found that five countries [6] out of the 62 considered do not have The presentation of information for consumers was not very impressive. [7] About 30% of the websites obtained full marks for presenting information useful for consumers in a presentable format. Only 11% of the websites did not contain this information. However, when it came to presenting consumer rights, as much as 63% of the sites had no information at all. Only 26% scored more than half of the marks in this sub category while only 19% scored full marks.
Information about consumer complaint procedures too was not available in many sites. Out of the 27 sites 70% had only the contact details or a feedback form to be used for consumer complaints.
However, the 7% of the sites that scored the full marks for this category have done well. Hong Kong's NRA website not only had the detailed procedures of making complaints and investigation procedures, but also information on ongoing and completed cases. Pakistan's NRA website too is worth special mention; in addition to providing detailed information on the process of making complaints, it provides information on what type of complaints a consumer can make, whom to be contacted for different cases, toll free numbers for making complaints and the progress of [7] The possibility of some web sites having this information on their local language versions is not ruled out.
previously made complaints. The complaints can be made using a user-friendly on-line feedback form. Overall, there is still room for improvement for most of the NRAs. Perhaps this is one area they should pay more attention in future.
Except for information regarding the licensing procedures and tariffs, many websites also lacked information usually sought by businesses as well. A total of 64% of the sites scored 2 out of 3 for the availability of the information on licensing procedures and tariffs. However, when it came to information on restricted equipment and that on interconnection, the corresponding percentages were 25% and 24%. Making a list of restricted/prohibited equipment available to operators is extremely useful, saving them much time and resources; the operator can easily refer to the list when importing equipment, rather than approaching the NRA each time it wants to import a kind of equipment that it has not done so before. Thus it can make a big different if NRAs present this kind of information on-line. Many websites presented the outcomes of consultancy studies that have been conducted in the recent past. Some sites, like that of India's NRA have a substantive collection of past consultancy papers.
Looking at general features, 78% of sites contained either their mission statements or information that is equivalent to a mission statement. This is indeed a good sign. This means that a large percentage of NRAs were genuinely attempting to share their justifications of existence with their stakeholders. However, only 11% of the NRAs have gone one step further to illustrate their longterm visions or business plans. A minimum of 74% of the websites gave clear indications that they were updated within the last three months, while few sites were observed to be updated almost daily with latest news.
Another feature that most of the sites lacked was the facility to submit on-line applications. This too an extremely useful feature any website can offer its users. This type of interactivity not only facilitates the interaction between the NRA and its stakeholders, but also helps to move the website to a more advanced ranking, that is, move from being an 'informational' or 'interactive' website to a 'transactional' one. However only 14% of the NRA websites reviewed in this survey could be classified as 'transactional,' those that offered online application forms for obtaining a license. However, many other sites offered off-line application forms which could be downloaded from the site, but the submission is required regular postage..
The presentation of facts in local languages was not very impressive. In the vast majority of the Asia-Pacific economies the official language or the langue that used most is definitely not English.
However, only 44% of the NRAs had taken steps to present their NRA in the local language(s).
The list of countries that did not have local language NRA websites include Afghanistan, Bhutan, Brunei Darussalam, India, Malaysia, Maldives, Myanmar, Philippines, Singapore and Sri Lanka.
In some of these cases there might have been difficulties in creating websites in local languages, but for others that is hardly an excuse. Many sites were also seen presenting links to other relevant sites. Sixty seven percent of the NRA websites had links to local sites, in most of the cases government ministries and departments. Links to international websites (such as that of the International Telecommunications Union) were given only in 44% of the sites. About 93% of the sites either had site maps or a similar means to ensure easy browsing for users, while 26% of the NRAs have used their website as a means of recruitment. About 63% of the sites contained organizational charts. Many sites also presented relevant news in the telecom sector, but actual presentation was not too good in some cases. Some NRA sites presented information about the country itself (for example the UAE) while others presented picture galleries. (for example.
Bhutan) These aspects were neither treated positively nor negatively in the evaluations.
In conclusion, the most important message that this survey can pass on, is that most of the NRA websites that scored lower marks can be improved with little effort. As clearly seen from the tables of comments, the NRA sites that scored higher in the overall evaluation had scored high, in almost all aspects, while those who were unable to obtain good scores have failed in more than one aspect. Perhaps the lesson that most of the NRAs can learn is that instead of reinventing the wheel, they might take from the examples of those NRA websites that scored well in this study.
